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Objective: This study examines how subgroups and multigroup dynamics within professional soccer clubs in-
fluence the head coach’s leadership effectiveness from a social identity perspective.

Design and method: In this qualitative study, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 30 professional head
coaches from the top four German men’s leagues and the top two women’s leagues. Data were analyzed using
qualitative structuring content analysis and iterative abductive coding, integrating both deductive and inductive
approaches, grounded in critical realism.

Results: The findings reveal that head coaches in professional soccer clubs operate within three key subgroups:
the player group, the staff group, and the management group. Head coaches play a bridging role, unifying these
subgroups as their interactions can have both positive and negative effects on their leadership effectiveness.
Positive leadership experiences were characterized by functional and effective relationships (alliances) with at
least two and often all three subgroups. In contrast, functional alliances with just one subgroup, even if it was the
player group, proved insufficient and led to negative leadership experiences over time. Positive leadership ex-
periences depended on the head coach’s ability to manage the social identity dynamics within and across sub-
groups, as negative dynamics in any subgroup could undermine overall leadership effectiveness. These findings
have been synthesized into the Multigroup Model of Identity Leadership (Multi-IL) in professional team sports.
Conclusion: The findings highlight the importance of considering key subgroups and their interplay for effective
identity leadership. Coaches and researchers should adopt a multigroup perspective to enhance leadership
effectiveness and advance leadership research.

1. Introduction soccer clubs are complex social systems in which the head coach (in

England: manager) plays a vital role in connecting different social sub-

Carlo Ancelotti is one of soccer’s most successful coaches, having
achieved a record number of five Champions League titles. However, his
tenure as head coach of Real Madrid in the 2014/2015 season demon-
strates that off-pitch dynamics can significantly affect a coach’s ability
to lead effectively. Despite winning the Champions League the previous
season and having the support of key players, Ancelotti was dismissed in
2015 (Rogers, 2015). He later revealed that conflicts with President
Florentino Perez over certain players and training “killed” their rela-
tionship (Volcano, 2017). This example illustrates that professional
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groups, for example, the players, the staff (e.g., assistant coaches), and
the management—and underlines the need to look beyond the coach
and the players. These nested subgroups may hold their own norms and
values while sharing overarching ideals and a collective desire for club
success, with potential implications for a coach’s leadership
effectiveness.

According to the Social Identity Approach (SIA; Haslam, Fransen,
et al., 2020; Rees et al., 2015), which serves as the theoretical founda-
tion for this study, every group has its own social identity. This identity
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comprises a specific set of implicit and explicit norms, values, and ideals
that play a vital role in the group’s functioning. The SIA explains how
group identification (i.e., the feeling of oneness with or belongingness to
a group) influences perception, emotion, and behavior of group mem-
bers, ultimately responsible for positive and negative group dynamics.
In fact, recent research has demonstrated that SIA is especially useful to
understand human behavior in the sports context (Haslam, Fransen,
et al., 2020; Rees et al., 2015).

Building on this foundation, the Social Identity Approach to Leadership
(SIA-L; Haslam et al., 2020) emphasizes a leader’s role in cultivating a
shared social identity among group members to gain influence and lead
their team as a cohesive unit. Leadership is thereby seen as a group
process, with a leader’s influence stemming from their ability to repre-
sent, promote, create, and embed a shared identity—the four di-
mensions of identity leadership (Haslam et al., 2020; Steffens et al.,
2014). Research in sports shows that coaches who actively engage in
identity leadership enhance a number of health and performance out-
comes—such as less burnout and higher self-rated health (Butalia et al.,
2025; Fransen, McEwan, & Sarkar, 2020) as well as improved individual
(Krug et al., 2021) and team performance (Fransen et al., 2015; Krug
et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2018)—all mediated by the identification
with the team (see Steffens et al., 2020; Stevens et al., 2021 for an
overview).

However, previous research has primarily focused on the relation-
ship between head coaches and players, neglecting other relevant
groups within professional sports organizations (Peachey et al., 2015).
Nevertheless, Carlo Ancelotti’s story serves as a powerful reminder that
various social groups, such as the management, can affect the coach’s
ability to lead effectively. Beyond formal groups, informal sub-
groups—formed by factors like tenure, roles, shared values, or experi-
ences (McGuire et al., 2021)—are not only inevitable but can
significantly influence team identity and cohesion, which in turn is
likely to impact coach leadership as well (Martin et al., 2015, 2016;
McGuire et al., 2021; Wagstaff et al., 2017).

Despite compelling anecdotes, the influence of nested subgroups and
multigroup dynamics remains underexplored in empirical research, with
qualitative SIA-L studies being particularly scarce. To address this gap,
our qualitative study seeks to advance SIA-L by systematically exam-
ining how multiple, coexisting subgroups and their interactions shape
leadership effectiveness. We conducted semi-structured interviews to
understand head coaches’ perspectives on the social dynamics within
and between relevant subgroups of professional soccer clubs and their
impact on the coaches’ capacity to lead effectively. The findings of our
research are integrated into the Multigroup Model of Identity Leadership
(Multi-IL) in professional team sports.

1.1. Theoretical lens: Social Identity Approach to Leadership

As the example of Ancelotti highlights, leadership is not solely about
the leader. It is about leaders acting in a social context, such as a specific
soccer club with its own norms, values, and ideals. Within this context,
different groups may interpret leadership behavior in different ways,
depending on their specific identities and expectations (Haslam et al.,
2020). According to the Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979,
1986) and the Self-categorization Theory (Turner et al., 1987), people
have the capacity to define themselves in a given situation as I but also as
We, depending on individual and contextual factors. This means that
part of one’s self-concept is not only defined by individual characteris-
tics but by group affiliations and the ideals and “pictures” associated
with them (i.e., a social identity). When activated (i.e., salient), a social
identity influences perception, emotion, and behavior of a person and is
the basis for group behavior and social influence (Tajfel, 1982; Turner,
1982, 1991).

If social identities affect people’s perception and behavior, they are
also crucial for effective leadership. Building on Tajfel and Turner’s
seminal research around SIA in recent decades, a research group led by
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Haslam et al. (2020; Steffens et al., 2014) connected social identity and
its related processes to leadership. Based on SIA-L, leadership is the
process of developing social influence within a group. More specifically,
it is defined as the ability to shape a shared social identity within the
group and thus to shape the group’s shared reality and the coordinated
action of the members. This, in turn, depends on the ability of leaders to
be perceived as part of the group and to act on behalf of it (Reicher et al.,
2018). According to Haslam and his colleagues (2020), four dimensions
are key for identity leadership: being seen as one of the group and
representing the ideals of the group (identity prototypicality), acting in
the group’s interests (identity advancement), creating a shared sense of
us (identity entrepreneurship), and embedding this identity in structures
and practices (identity impresarioship). In sum, effective leadership
depends on managing the group and its identity (Haslam et al., 2020;
Steffens et al., 2014). Initial research results in sports are promising
(Steffens et al., 2020). Engaging in identity leadership as a coach is
positively associated with a number of health and performance param-
eters (Stevens et al., 2024; for an overview see Stevens et al., 2021). This
positive impact is driven by stronger group identification (Bruner et al.,
2022; Fransen et al., 2014), which is linked to stronger group cohesion
(Fransen et al., 2016; Schei et al., 2023) and increased individual (Krug
et al., 2021) as well as team performance (Fransen et al., 2015; Krug
et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 2018).

But people can identify with multiple groups, leading to the incor-
poration of multiple social identities into their self-concept (Turner,
1985). This is particularly relevant in nested organizations composed of
multiple formal groups (Ellemers & Rink, 2005), where different sub-
groups and their distinct social identities may affect the perception and
behavior of group members (Maskor et al., 2023), and thus leadership
effectiveness. Coaches and players do not act in a social vacuum. They
are part of a club, a dynamic social context that plays a critical role in
daily interactions. For instance, players discuss the training, assistant
coaches analyze the strategy with leading players, physiotherapists
engage with players during treatment, or managers address the media-
—all of which illustrate the diverse interactions within a professional
soccer club. These interactions create a complex, nested social structure
in which the coach is supposed to lead the players. This social structure
has been a “blind spot” in past leadership research. Scholars have
emphasized that neglecting the social context and reducing leadership to
a single level of analysis is one of the greatest shortcomings in the field
(Cummins et al., 2018; Peachey et al., 2015; Vella et al., 2010).

1.2. The present research

This study aims to advance research on SIA-L by examining different
social groups and multigroup processes within nested organizations. Our
central research question is as follows: What role do different subgroups
within professional team sports organizations, such as soccer clubs, play in
shaping positive and negative identity leadership experiences of head
coaches?

To address this research question, we employed the following
approach. First, we identified and analyzed relevant subgroups within
soccer clubs from a head coach’s perspective (Note: In the sections that
follow, coach denotes the head coach). Based on the typical structure of
soccer clubs and informed by the expert knowledge of our soccer spe-
cialists in the research team, we initially focused on three sub-
groups—the player group (i.e., team), the staff group (e.g., assistant
coaches), and the management group—while allowing coaches to
identify any other influential groups. Second, we conducted a compar-
ative analysis of positive and negative leadership experiences to identify
key patterns. Third, we examined the type of social influence exerted by
each subgroup and its impact on the coach’s leadership effectiveness.

The aim of this study is not only to address the research question by
describing the qualitative findings but also to analyze how subgroup-
specific processes shape leadership effectiveness, ultimately devel-
oping a model that reveals underlying mechanisms. Therefore, the
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results of this study were synthesized into the Multi-IL. Model.
2. Methods

2.1. Philosophical underpinnings

This study is grounded in the philosophical perspective of critical
realism (Bhaskar, 2008), which posits that an objective reality exists
independently of our perceptions (i.e., realist ontology). According to
critical realism, reality is organized into three layers: the empirical (i.e.,
what we observe), the actual (i.e., events that occur, whether or not, they
are observed), and the real (i.e., the underlying mechanisms, causes, and
structures that generate these events). Research in the critical realism
tradition focuses on explaining observable phenomena by uncovering
underlying structures and mechanisms and connecting the different
levels of reality. Thereby, it must be acknowledged that knowledge
generation is mediated by theory, context, and previous knowledge-
—thus, it is inherently fallible and requires ongoing critical (re)analysis
(i.e., epistemological relativism; Archer et al., 1998; Bhaskar, 2008;
Danermark et al., 2002). As a methodological characteristic, critical
realists use existing theories not only to derive and embed research
questions but also to develop explanatory approaches for qualitative
investigation (Fletcher, 2017).

This philosophical perspective informed our methodological and
analytical approach. First, SIA-L was chosen as the theoretical frame to
gain a better understanding of the influences on leadership dynamics in
professional team sport clubs (i.e., complex, nested social systems;
Danermark et al., 2002; Fletcher, 2017). Second, semi-structured in-
terviews were selected as the data-collection method and designed to
capture coaches’ positive and negative identity leadership experiences
(i.e., the empirical; Archer et al., 1998; Danermark et al., 2002). Along
with the theoretical framework, insights from our soccer experts
informed the development of the interview guide, identifying three key
subgroups as potential areas of focus: the players, the staff, and the
management. Third, we employed structuring qualitative content anal-
ysis (Mayring, 2000) that combined theory-informed, deductive coding
with flexible, inductive coding in an iterative, abductive cycle (Fletcher,
2017). This approach allowed us to move from participants’ own de-
scriptions to the identification of underlying events (i.e., the actual) and
mechanisms (i.e., the real). We therefore propose plausible causal ex-
planations for effective leadership and aim to uncover underlying
mechanisms, such as identity and (inter)group dynamics, that poten-
tially drive these leadership outcomes. Fourth, we synthesize our results
and interpretation into a comprehensive model—rather than merely
describing observable phenomena—thereby inviting others to build on
or challenge our conclusions.

In sum, critical realism not only guides our methodological and
analytical choices but also enables us to explain the interplay among
different levels of reality, ultimately contributing to a richer, more
actionable understanding of leadership dynamics within professional
soccer clubs.

2.2. Context and participants

Using purposive sampling (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018), this study fo-
cuses on soccer coaches from the top four men’s leagues (1. Bundesliga,
2. Bundesliga, 3. Liga, and Regionalliga) and the top two women’s
leagues in Germany (1. & 2. Frauen-Bundesliga). These leagues repre-
sent the highest level of professional soccer in Germany. We selected
these because coaches work full-time—with few exceptions—and
operate within largely comparable club structures. Although the leagues
differ in some respects, such as financial resources or media attention,
our soccer experts in the research team regarded their organizational
frameworks as sufficiently alike to allow meaningful comparisons.
Coaching experiences in leagues outside the specified scope, such as
amateur or youth leagues, as well as national teams, and any positions
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other than head coach, were excluded to ensure comparability. As there
were no significant differences in the identity leadership experiences
reported by coaches of men’s versus women’s teams, these results are
not presented separately.

In total, 30 coaches participated in the study. At the time of data
collection, 20 were actively employed by a club, while the remaining 10
were between positions and seeking new appointments (see Table 1 for
demographic characteristics). The participants were contacted directly
or through an official request from the German Soccer Coach Association
(German: Bund Deutscher FuBball-Lehrer).

2.3. Research design and method

In line with our philosophical underpinnings, a qualitative research
approach was chosen, conducting semi-structured interviews and
analyzing the data qualitatively supplemented by frequency counts to
help structure the findings. Following the ethical standards of the first
author’s institution, all participants were informed beforehand about
the research topic, the research team, the type of data collection and
usage, the interview procedure, as well as their right to refuse or with-
draw participation at any time.

We conducted semi-structured interviews, which allowed us to pose
additional follow-up questions for clarification. The interview guide was
designed to explore explicit leadership experiences and derive potential
underlying mechanisms related to identity leadership (Haslam et al.,
2020). Consistent with our critical realist stance, SIA-L as the theoretical
frame informed the core questions of the interview, prompting coaches
to recount specific experiences that exemplify the key outcome of
identity leadership: a strong and shared social identity. The interview
guide consisted of three parts (see supplementary material A).

First, the coaches were asked about their general leadership philos-
ophy and behavior to begin the interview and help them ease into the
conversation. Next, forming the core of the interview, at least two spe-
cific leadership experiences were discussed in detail. The coaches were
asked to describe a positive and a negative experience in relation to
identity leadership (e.g., “Let’s discuss a personal leadership experience:
Describe an experience where you were particularly successful in
developing a team identity”; “Tell me about a leadership experience
when it was difficult for you”). For clarification: The term " (team)
identity” is commonly used in German soccer, which facilitated a shared
understanding of the concept being investigated. Additionally, we
ensured consistency by clarifying that we refer to “a shared under-
standing among team members regarding the norms, values, and ideals

Table 1
Demographic characteristics of the sample (N = 30).

n M SD

Highest League Coached

1. Bundesliga (Men)

1. Frauen-Bundesliga (Women)

2. Bundesliga (Men)

2. Frauen-Bundesliga (Women)

3. Liga (Men)

Regionalliga (Men) 1
Gender of Coach (self-identified)

Men 29 - -

Women 1 - -

Non-Binary - - -
Experience as Assistant Coach

Yes 14 - -

No 16 - -
Experience as a Professional Player

Yes 15 - -

No 15 - -
Age (Years) - 44.00 8.85
Experience as Head Coach (Years) - 8.70 4.48
No. of Clubs Coached - 3.34 2.72
Average Time at a Club (Seasons) - 2.27 1.89

S N O
|
|
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of the group”. Drawing from typical soccer club structures and our
research team’s expertise, we focused on the player (i.e., team), staff,
and management group in each leadership experience, while allowing
coaches to identify other influential groups. For example, we prompted
them with questions such as “How did you lead the soccer players and
the staff?” and “Which club individuals, groups, or functions were
important for you to lead effectively, and how did you work with them?”
The goal was to understand the leadership experience within the specific
soccer club in its complexity and over time, rather than focusing on one
isolated situation. In the third and final part of the interview, the
coaches were invited to reflect on lessons learned and how they might
approach situations differently in hindsight (e.g., “What would you do
differently in retrospect?”).

2.4. Data analysis

We recorded approximately 34 h of interview material, with the
interviews lasting an average of 67 min (SD = 17 min). We used the
software MAXQDA Analytics Pro 2020 for transcription, anonymization
as well as data and code management; all coding and interpretation were
conducted by the research team. For the analysis, we employed a
structuring qualitative content analysis according to Mayring (2000). In
doing so, we combined theory-informed deductive coding with flexible,
inductive coding in an iterative, abductive process—continuously
moving back and forth between theory and data (Danermark et al.,
2002; Fletcher, 2017). Similar approaches have been effectively
employed in comparable studies (e.g., Faris & Parry, 2011). In the end,
the coding scheme included three types of codes: 1) structural, 2) social,
and 3) content codes (see supplementary material B for code examples).
By employing these three types of codes, we conducted at least a triple
coding cycle for each interview, ensuring comprehensive and iterative
refinement of our analysis.

Structural codes were applied deductively and used as filters, cate-
gorizing interview sections, such as general leadership philosophy
(Interview Part I), specific positive or negative leadership experiences
(Interview Part II), or lessons learned (Interview Part III). The codes for
positive and negative leadership experiences were derived from SIA-L,
meaning text passages indicating whether a shared social identity
among group members was established (or not), as well as any other
passages directly relevant to the described leadership experience, were
identified and highlighted (Haslam et al., 2020). For the purpose of this
study, only structural codes related to positive and negative leadership
experiences (Interview Part II) were included in the analysis.

Social codes identified relevant subgroups or individuals mentioned
by the coach and were used as filters as well. We initially coded key
subgroups known to be relevant within the club, such as the player
group, the staff group, and the management group. In an iterative pro-
cess, these codes were validated and expanded with additional insights
from the data, particularly regarding other critical subgroups or
informal microgroups as well as individual roles (e.g., leading players,
team councils, assistant coaches, or externals such as media).

Content codes captured the substantive content of each interview
passage, detailing what was being described in each leadership situa-
tion. These codes were always assigned alongside a structural code and,
when relevant, a social code. For example, we used content codes to
indicate whether the coach described a functional or dysfunctional
relationship with a subgroup (alliance). Some content codes were coded
deductively, for example, positive or negative social influence behavior
of subgroups, whereas others emerged inductively, for example the type
of group alliances (see supplementary material B for a code overview).

In line with our critical realist perspective, the codes were analyzed
using both qualitative and quantitative approaches, interpreting illus-
trative quotes and quantifying code frequencies to show how often a
topic was mentioned. To ensure rigor and research quality, we main-
tained a detailed audit trail through MAXQDA to document analytical
decisions, fostering both traceability and transparency (Fletcher, 2017).
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Furthermore, we adhered to other qualitative practices, including
detailed memo writing after each interview (Kuckartz & Radiker, 2019)
and comprehensive code memos (Kuckartz, 2014; Mayring, 2000). We
also engaged in ongoing critical reanalysis both within our diverse
research team—which included social psychologists, sports psycholo-
gists, and soccer experts—and with other researchers at our institute.
One such discussion led us to recognize and code the emerging pattern of
alliances, reflecting how subgroup relationship-building shapes shared
identity. This process ensured that multiple perspectives informed our
analysis, acknowledging that knowledge generation is inherently influ-
enced by theory, context, and prior knowledge (Archer et al., 1998;
Bhaskar, 2008; Danermark et al., 2002). Additionally, we discussed the
results with one study participant and one additional soccer coach who
did not participate in the interviews. This process provided an oppor-
tunity to check whether our interpretations were meaningful to practi-
tioners, rather than reflecting merely an academic point of view
(Mayring, 2002).

3. Results

In the following section, we begin with our qualitative findings by
identifying the subgroups most relevant to coaches’ leadership. Next, we
contrast positive and negative leadership experiences. Finally, we
examine how each subgroup exerts social influence on the coach-player
relationship and report how frequently social influence behaviors
occurred across participants.

3.1. Key subgroups and the coach as connector

Three internal social subgroups were found to be relevant for the
coaches’ leadership effectiveness: the player group, the staff group, and
the management group. Within these broader subgroups, key individu-
als—such as leading players, assistant coaches, and the sports director or
manager—as well as additional microgroups (e.g., the team council)
that were nested within these subgroups played a significant role. The
coach occupied a unique position within the club, being part of all three
groups and at the same time serving as the main connector among them
(see Fig. 1). Importantly, although the coach is not formally a member
of, for example, the player group, it was about seeing oneself as a part of
the group. This, in turn, was recognized by the team (i.e., being seen as
one of us) and ultimately fostered leadership.

I became bolder and more authentic—truly feeling part of the
[player] group—and because of that my players followed me much
more closely. We weren’t just buddies; they genuinely believed in
what we were doing, embraced my guidance in both tactics and
spirit, and appreciated that closeness. (Participant 24)

‘ Externals
Club

Management
Group

Fig. 1. Visualization of the coach’s position within professional soccer clubs.
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Effective identity leadership required a delicate balance between
being perceived as an integral member of each group while simulta-
neously serving as a connector among various organizational subgroups.
This was challenging and not immediately apparent to the coaches, with
its true significance often becoming clear only in retrospect. For
example, one coach recalled:

There was a chairman of the supervisory board who criticized my
team. In response, I defended my team. [...] Naturally, this led to the
development of resentments [between us]. [On the other hand] it
created an incredible sense of unity between our team, the coaching
staff, the players, and the people around the team. [...] But everyone
outside of this circle, [...] all the others [e.g., the chairman] felt left
out. (Participant 17)

Additionally, in higher leagues, a fourth external group, comprising
the fans and media, emerged as influential. Particularly in the top men’s
leagues, this group was identified as important but predominantly
associated with a negative influence on the coaches’ work, often ques-
tioning the coach’s ability in case of poor results. However, given our
focus on intra-club relationships, the fan and media subgroup was not
examined further.

3.2. Comparison of positive and negative leadership experiences: alliances
make or break

The data revealed that positive and negative leadership experiences
differed significantly in the nature and impact of alliances formed be-
tween the coach and the subgroups. These were classified as either
functional or dysfunctional based on the coach’s descriptions. A functional
alliance is defined as a positive and effective relationship between the
coach and the subgroup (e.g., functional alliance with the staff: “The
coaching team was completely loyal” (Participant 23)). Conversely, a
dysfunctional alliance refers to a relationship that was perceived as
negative or ineffective (see supplementary material B for code details).

In total, the coaches described 65 leadership experiences, with 35
being perceived as positive and 30 as negative. For consistency, only
experiences in which at least all three subgroups—the players, the staff,
and the management—were explicitly discussed were included in the
following analyses (Niota1 = 46, Mpos = 29, Npeg = 17).

In 79 % of the positive experiences, coaches reported functional al-
liances with all three subgroups, indicating effective overall collabora-
tion. In the remaining 21 %, at least two of the three potential alliances
were functional. Notably, in higher leagues, it was essential that one of
the two functional alliances was with the management group. Whether
the second alliance was with the player group, or the staff group did not
matter. Crucially, there was not one positive leadership experience re-
ported with only one alliance being functional, not even if that func-
tional alliance was with the players. Over time, negative influences from
the other subgroups eventually turned the experience negative.

In negative leadership experiences, coaches reported no functional
alliance in 18 % of the cases, one functional alliance in 47 %, and two
functional alliances in 35 % of the cases. When two alliances were
functional, the outcomes were evenly split: 50 % resulted in a positive
leadership experience, while 50 % were negative. These results, together
with the results of positive leadership experiences, indicate that a coach
needs at least two functional alliances to have a chance to turn it into a
positive leadership experience.

3.3. Social influence behavior with substantial impact on the coach-player
alliance

In a third analysis, we examined how various social influence be-
haviors of the different subgroups (e.g., active support or bad-mouthing)
shaped the alliance between the players and the coach. We begin by
describing and interpreting the types of social influence each subgroup
exerted and conclude by comparing the frequency of these behaviors in
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positive and negative leadership experiences. By pairing our rich qual-
itative descriptions with frequency counts of positive and negative social
influence behaviors, we remain aligned with our critical realist stan-
ce—highlighting both the depth of individual experiences and the con-
sistency of these patterns across participants.

3.3.1. Player group: enablers and underminers of the coach’s influence

In the following, we analyze qualitative examples of positive and
negative influence behaviors for each subgroup. Beginning with the
player group, key figures, and microgroups such as leading players and
the team council were identified as playing crucial roles in shaping
coaches’ leadership experiences, both positively and negatively.

Leading players exerted a direct positive influence on the alliance
with the coach by actively supporting the coach’s decisions within the
team. Furthermore, it was reported that leading players often resolved
internal team issues in line with the coach’s perspective: “The boys
handled many of the problems themselves with the older players, with
the team council and the captains. They solved a lot internally”
(Participant 20). Consequently, many of the coaches actively involved
them. In some cases, they informed them about decisions in advance or
sought their feedback. Additionally, leading players supported the
coach’s identity leadership by strengthening the team’s social identity,
for example, by integrating new players and explaining to them what is
important for the team.

I came when the team was in the regional league [Regionalliga, 4th
League], and I was fired when we were in the second highest league
[2. Bundesliga]. There were a lot of guys who had already been in the
regional league, and they understood: 'Okay, we have to play a
certain kind of soccer, which may not always be pretty, but it’s
successful [...]’. They transported this to the new joiners, who
brought better quality. That was a wonderful symbiosis. (Participant
23)

Negative influence behaviors by players mainly occurred when the
leading players did not support the coach or when there was a lack of
leaders within the team: “After we played 0-0 in the first game, they [the
older players] were the first to question whether this was the right
approach. That’s counterproductive because you realize that the
younger players will jump on it” (Participant 11). Another coach
mentioned that without the leading players the identity failed to man-
ifest: “Without the two key players, the rest of the women’s team sat
quietly in the locker room—it was as if suddenly nobody was calling the
shots” (Participant 08). In this context, coaches often highlighted the
importance of the team’s composition. Many emphasized that having a
clear hierarchy or “axis” in the team is crucial to preventing negative
influences and fostering positive dynamics: “For me, the main reason
was that we lost the hierarchy within the team and too many new guys
came in who went in a different direction. That didn’t work out.”
(Participant 23).

3.3.2. Staff group: supporters and saboteurs of the coach’s leadership
position

Depending on the league, participants reported that beyond assistant
coaches, roles like athletic coaches, analysts, physiotherapists, and
doctors were considered as an important part of the staff. However,
assistant coaches were seen as particularly crucial to the coach’s lead-
ership effectiveness. In higher leagues, coaches often brought their own
coaching team (e.g., assistant coaches) to shape group dynamics and
manage this subgroup’s identity to their advantage, reducing the risk of
dysfunctional alliances.

The staff, particularly the assistant coaches, influenced the coach’s
leadership effectiveness positively both directly and indirectly. Indi-
rectly, they supported the coach by presenting a united front and
demonstrating their alignment with the coach to the team. They also had
a direct influence by interacting with the players, passing on important
information to the coach, and actively working on joint solutions:
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My assistant coach, he’s been coaching here for four years. [...] For
me, that’s the optimal solution, because he hears a lot from the team
and then passes on not everything, but nearly everything to me,
allowing me to effectively influence certain processes. (Participant
04)

While less frequent, there were instances where assistant coaches
negatively affected the coach-player alliance and, consequently, the
coach’s leadership effectiveness. Through direct actions such as “bad-
mouthing” or indirect influence acts such as ignoring instructions, the
coach’s perception within the players was negatively affected.

I didn’t notice this at the beginning. I just noticed that the mood was
getting worse and worse, [ ...] in the coaching team, in the whole
team, among the players. For example, [ ...] [he, the assistant coach]
went down [after a meeting] and told the guys directly: *do you know
what the coach said?’ [ ...] Then, during a meeting, he would take
out his mobile phone: [so as if he was saying] ‘I’'m not interested in
what you guys are talking about’. And this leads to the fact that the
work [...] and the development can never be optimal. (Participant
14)

3.3.3. Management group: strategic sponsors and challengers of the coach’s
leadership

In higher leagues, the management’s role became increasingly
important. This group’s influence on the coach-player alliance was
frequently mentioned, both positively and negatively, and was consid-
ered highly impactful. Forming an alliance with the management group
in higher leagues was cited as one of the most critical yet challenging
aspects.

The positive impact of the management was evident in public
statements in favor of the coach and active cooperation. For instance, a
participant explained:

The sports director learns about issues from the advisor and then
hears from a business perspective, so to speak, what is going on with
the player. And that’s why it’s so important that the coach and the
sports director keep checking in. So that you can act on it at an early
stage. (Participant 03)

Additionally, the consistent translation of the team’s identity into the
club’s structure and processes supported the coach’s identity leadership.
Some clubs were performing integration measures for new players so
that they could learn about the team’s and the club’s identity.

However, coaches reported mainly negative influences from the
management group, ranging from indirect to direct “attacks”. Above all,
the lack of cooperation and consultation, especially regarding team
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constellation, was frequently highlighted. Since the composition of the
team shapes its social identity, it subsequently affects the coach’s social
influence within the group. The decisions to buy or sell players and thus
alter the team’s identity were often made without consulting the coach,
which weakened the coach’s influence:

Another player was sold too, and I was not asked. For a ridiculous
amount of money [ ...]. After that, [ knew: ‘You can do whatever you
want.” The team is weakened. The ones I’ve developed were taken
away. Those who already had established prestige and standing in
the team were removed. [ ...] And I realized that someone wants to
get rid of me. (Participant 17)

3.3.4. Frequency analysis and comparison of positive & negative leadership
experiences

Overall, the results show that each social group interacted with the
player group, affecting the alliance between the coach and the players in
both directions.

In positive leadership experiences (left side of Fig. 2), coaches re-
ported mostly positive influence behaviors. Although negative in-
fluences were also noted, the overall positive impact of other groups
tended to offset them. In contrast, the analysis of negative leadership
experiences (right side of Fig. 2) reveals a contrasting pattern. Here, an
overwhelming number of negative influences were reported, over-
shadowing the relatively few positive actions. Coaches frequently faced
situations where the negative impact of one or more subgroups signifi-
cantly disrupted overall group dynamics.

In conclusion, the results illustrate the complex interplay between
coaches and various subgroups within professional soccer clubs. They
highlight how these interactions shape leadership experiences, empha-
sizing that effective leadership in nested organizations involves more
than managing one group; it requires navigating multiple subgroups and
their interactions.

4. Discussion

Carlo Ancelotti’s first tenure at Real Madrid in 2014/2015 highlights
the challenges even the most successful coaches face in effective lead-
ership. Despite his success and popularity with the players, the man-
agement forced him to leave early, showing how complex and
demanding leadership can be at the elite level (Rogers, 2015). Ance-
lotti’s situation is not unique. Coaches in professional team sports must
navigate complex leadership situations that require more than tactics.
While much has been written about leadership, the complexity of so-
cially nested organizations like professional soccer clubs has often been
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Fig. 2. Social influence behaviors by subgroup in positive & negative leadership experiences.
Note. The figures show the number of positive and negative influence behaviors by each social group. For each leadership experience, only proactive statements were
recorded, repeated statements of the same behavior were not counted double. No conclusions can be made about influence behaviors that were not mentioned.
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overlooked (Peachey et al., 2015).

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore effective lead-
ership by soccer head coaches from a social identity perspective
(Haslam, Fransen et al., 2020; Steffens et al., 2020). We focused spe-
cifically on multigroup dynamics within professional German soccer
clubs, examining the role of key social subgroups (i.e., players, staff, and
management). This study was guided by critical realism (Bhaskar,
2008), with the aim of revealing and explaining deeper structures,
representing dimensions of reality that remain largely beyond the im-
mediate awareness of the coaches. For this purpose, we conducted
semi-structured interviews with 30 professional head coaches from the
top men’s and women’s leagues in Germany, analyzing positive and
negative identity leadership experiences.

4.1. The Multi-IL Model

In line with our philosophical perspective, rather than merely
describing the phenomenon, our results are synthesized into the Multi-IL
Model (see Fig. 3). Three key insights can be drawn: (1) the coach has a
bridging role in unifying social subgroups, (2) management of subgroup al-
liances is key for effective identity leadership, and (3) through identity and
intergroup leadership, coaches shape positive influence across groups.

4.1.1. The coach has a bridging role in unifying social subgroups

First, to lead effectively, a coach must go beyond managing the
player group (i.e., the team) and navigate multiple groups, their iden-
tities, and dynamics. In professional soccer clubs, three formal sub-
groups were confirmed to be critical for the coaches’ leadership success:
the players, the staff, and the management. Our results highlight that
these formal groups constitute the core of the club’s identity and are
central to the coach’s leadership success. We also found that informal
microgroups—Ilike leading players and team councils embedded in the
three key groups—could strengthen or undermine the coach’s leader-
ship by reinforcing or challenging the team’s social identity or the
coach. Similar microgroup dynamics have been documented in prior
studies, which have shown that informal subgroups can significantly
influence overall group identity and cohesion (Martin et al., 2015, 2016;
McGuire et al., 2021; Wagstaff et al., 2017). Our findings extend pre-
vious research on informal microgroups, showing that they also directly
impact leadership effectiveness.

Ultimately, effective leadership depends on the coach’s ability to

Identity Leadership

Management Group

Identity Leadership

Functional Alliance
with Mgmt. Group [ Cclub

Identity Leadership

Functional Alliance
with Staff Group

Player Group

Identity Leadership

Psychology of Sport & Exercise 82 (2026) 102972

align both formal and informal groups within the club under a cohesive,
unifying superordinate identity (Haslam et al., 2003). The Multi-IL
Model positions the coach at the center of the club as a social system,
highlighting their unique and pivotal role in connecting these social
groups and shaping their identities. This role becomes increasingly
complex in higher leagues, where external groups such as fans and
media gain influence, adding further challenges. As a result, the coach’s
ability to align with multiple groups and adapt to their dynamics is
essential for navigating this multifaceted leadership environment. This
insight lies at the heart of the Multi-IL. Model: Leadership is a multigroup
process that requires coaches to understand their pivotal role in unifying
different subgroups.

4.1.2. Management of subgroup alliances is key for effective identity
leadership

Second, positive leadership experiences were characterized by
functional alliances—positive and effective relationships between the
coach and a subgroup—formed with all three subgroups or at least two
of them. This finding indicates that the positive influence of two sub-
groups can offset the challenges posed by one dysfunctional alliance. In
contrast, a functional alliance with just one subgroup—whether it was
the player group or another subgroup—was not enough to ensure a
positive leadership experience. Notably, in higher leagues, it was
important that one of the two functional alliances was with the man-
agement group.

Research on identity leadership and multigroup prototypicality
supports these findings, showing that leaders who are perceived as
prototypical (i.e., being seen as one of us and representing the ideals of
the group) for multiple subgroups tend to have a greater influence across
the organization (Steffens et al., 2019). Accordingly, the Multi-IL Model
highlights the importance of managing multiple groups and their iden-
tities. Our findings further suggest that beyond prototypicality, leaders
in nested organizations need to attend to the full spectrum of identity
leadership dimensions. Identity advancement (i.e., acting in the group’s
interests) in a multigroup context, for example, requires balancing
protective and empowering behavior across all subgroups (Haslam et al.,
2020), ensuring that measures taken for one group do not inadvertently
harm or disadvantage alliances with others. Moreover, in this multi-
group context, identity entrepreneurship (i.e., creating a shared sense of
us) goes beyond forming functional alliances with individual subgroups;
it necessitates actively developing, evolving, and aligning diverse
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Management
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Fig. 3. The Multigroup Model of Identity Leadership (Multi-IL) in professional team sports.
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identities under the umbrella of the superordinate club identity (Haslam
et al., 2003, 2020). Lastly, coaches play a pivotal role by leveraging
identity impresarioship—the deliberate design and implementation of
structures, routines, and rituals (Haslam et al., 2020)—to bridge the
different subgroup identities.

The findings are integrated into the Multi-IL. Model, emphasizing
that effective leadership requires managing the identity processes of key
subgroups, both within and across them. It depends on the coach’s
ability to tailor identity leadership to each subgroup, thereby estab-
lishing and maintaining functional alliances and social influence within
each group, which ultimately enhances overall leadership effectiveness
(Haslam et al., 2020).

4.1.3. Through identity and intergroup leadership, coaches shape positive
influence across groups

Third, the study revealed that all three subgroups (i.e., players, staff,
and management) as well as (informal) microgroups, exerted positive as
well as negative social influence behaviors that significantly impacted
the coach-player alliance. These behaviors either strengthened or
undermined the coach’s leadership effectiveness.

Both positive and negative social influence behaviors can be
explained by basic social identity processes. Individuals who identify
with a group are more likely to exhibit positive behaviors toward their
group members, favoring and supporting those they perceive as part of
the group. Therefore, supportive acts towards the coach may be based on
the perception that the coach is part of the group and highly prototypical
(Haslam et al., 2020; Steffens et al., 2020).

Beyond these basic social identity processes, additional forms of
social influence emerged that supported or undermined various di-
mensions of identity leadership. For example, positive influence was
often focused on fostering the understanding of the club’s or team’s
identity within the team, especially for new joiners (i.e., identity
entrepreneurship). In contrast, negative influence behaviors under-
mined key elements of identity leadership, such as diminishing the
coach’s perceived identity prototypicality (Haslam et al., 2020). Similar
patterns were observed in the behavior of politicians. By questioning
their opponents’ prototypicality for the group or illustrating how this
person devalues, divides, or destroys the social identity, they under-
mined that person’s leadership position and influence within the group
(Maskor et al., 2020).

The Multi-IL Model reflects these findings in two ways. On the one
hand, it emphasizes the importance of identity leadership within each
subgroup. On the other hand, it highlights the need to shape the social
dynamics between these subgroups (i.e., intergroup leadership). This in-
volves developing shared identities and relationships across groups,
establishing ways to collaborate, and defining responsibilities (Hogg,
2023; Hogg et al., 2012). Prototypical representatives of different sub-
groups, such as leading players or managers, can act as multipliers and
serve as “bridges”, helping the coach gain and exert influence across
multiple groups (Fladerer et al., 2021; Frey, 2015; Hogg et al., 2012).
Ultimately, these insights indicate that coaches should continuously
monitor both the social identities of each subgroup and the alliance
structures, proactively adapt to or align them, and thereby respond
effectively to the rapid changes of elite-level soccer.

Overall, our findings extend SIA-L by revealing that effective lead-
ership in nested organizations emerges not simply from the influence of
one group, but from the dynamic interplay among multiple, coexisting
subgroups. In line with our critical realist perspective, we aimed to
uncover latent causal mechanisms that shape leadership experiences.
While the above findings clearly illustrate how direct social influence
behaviors of different subgroups shape the coach-player alliance, our
analysis suggests that many of the behaviors that were reported can be
explained by latent social identity (leadership) processes, which coaches
and players are not fully aware of. The Multi-IL. Model synthesizes these
insights by outlining that effective coach leadership depends on the
continuous management of alliances through identity and intergroup
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leadership to balance and shape intra- and intergroup dynamics.
4.2. Strengths and contributions

This qualitative study advances SIA-L by highlighting how leadership
effectiveness in professional team sports results from the interplay of
multiple groups. Focusing on the coach, it underlines the need for
leaders to adapt strategies in response to evolving social dynamics
within and between subgroups. By offering a coach-centered approach,
this study makes a significant contribution to identity leadership
research in sports, which has so far predominantly focused on the per-
ceptions of followers rather than on leaders (Slater et al., 2014).

Furthermore, it represents a significant step toward a more systemic
understanding of leadership, illustrating that effective identity leader-
ship in nested organizations emerges from the complex, interdependent
relationships among multiple, coexisting subgroups. This focus ad-
dresses a critical research gap and responds to explicit research calls in
the field of sports (Cummins et al., 2018; Peachey et al., 2015; Vella
et al., 2010).

Additionally, by focusing on the professional sports context in soccer,
this study extends identity leadership research to the highest levels of
elite sports and provides rare and valuable insights into a broad range of
coaching experiences at this level—perspectives that are difficult to
access (Stevens et al., 2021).

4.3. Limitations and future research

The elite context of this study provides unique insights into leader-
ship dynamics but also represents a limitation, as strict contractual
agreements prevented us from triangulating coaches’ perceptions with
those of other groups. Further research is needed to explore social in-
teractions among all three groups, incorporating multiple perspectives.
Given that similar contractual constraints are likely to affect other re-
searchers as well, future studies should consider examining these social
interactions in other elite sports settings, such as handball, hockey, or
European basketball, where different access conditions might provide
additional insights.

Further research could benefit from our critical realist stance by
combining systematic observation with abductive and retroductive
reasoning (Bhaskar, 2008). For instance, video-based coding of training
sessions and matches could surface recurring patterns of functional and
dysfunctional alliances among players, staff, and management (e.g.,
Erickson & Coté, 2016; Erickson et al., 2011); these observations would
then inform hypotheses about the underlying events and mechanisms.
Alternative methods, such as social network analyses could offer further
insights into intergroup dynamics—along the lines of Bruner et al.
(2022)—where one would map how formal and informal alliances form,
dissolve, and reshape subgroup influence over time, analyzing their
impact on the coach’s leadership effectiveness.

In addition, quantitative or mixed-method, longitudinal designs
would complement these qualitative approaches. For example, a season-
long study—similar to Mellano et al. (2022)—might track identity
leadership behavior, team and subgroup identification, performance
metrics (e.g., win-loss records, goal differences, distance covered), as
well as subjective dependent variables like well-being indicators (e.g.,
burnout, self-rated health), status of alliances (e.g., functional vs.
dysfunctional), and social influence behaviors. By collecting these data
from players, coaching staff, and management over time, researchers
can triangulate perspectives, identify causal links, and deepen our un-
derstanding of how nested subgroup dynamics shape leadership
effectiveness.

Based on our findings, it may be valuable to consider how identity
leadership can be assessed across multiple subgroups. Expanding on the
concept of leader’s multiple identity prototypicality—the extent to
which a leader embodies the defining characteristics of multiple sub-
jectively relevant groups (Steffens et al., 2019)—this idea can be applied
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to the four dimensions of identity leadership as proposed in the Identity
Leadership Inventory (Steffens et al., 2014). For instance, future as-
sessments could examine the extent to which a coach: (1) embodies what
the respective subgroups stand for, (2) acts as a champion for these sub-
groups, (3) fosters a sense of cohesion within them, and (4) establishes
structures that are meaningful and functional for each group. Alterna-
tively, the focus could lie on assessing the leader’s ability to bridge and
integrate diverse subgroup identities (Fladerer et al., 2021). For
example, items might evaluate how effectively a leader understands and
manages the unique values and norms of different subgroups and fosters
an overarching shared identity that unifies them (e.g., based on theo-
retical work by Hogg et al., 2012). These approaches could provide a
more comprehensive assessment of identity leadership efforts in con-
texts with multiple, coexisting identities.

While we believe the core principles of the Multi-IL Model are
broadly applicable, our empirical grounding is specific to professional
soccer clubs. Future research should adapt or extend the model to other
sports or organizational contexts and explicitly explore the different
dimensions of identity leadership in multigroup settings, such as identity
impresarioship. Further research is needed to investigate how leaders
can create effective structures to bridge identities within nested orga-
nizations and to clarify how and why subgroup-bridging structures
become effective across diverse organizational and cultural conditions.

Additionally, it would be valuable to examine potential gender dif-
ferences in leadership dynamics and social identity processes. Although
our study did not reveal significant differences, this may be due to the
limited number of coaches who identified as women in our sample.
Furthermore, future studies should explore how external stake-
holders—such as fans and media—interact with and influence internal
subgroup dynamics, given their potential to shape leadership outcomes
in elite sports.

4.4. Practical implications

Based on our findings, several practical implications can be drawn
for coaches and leaders in general. Coaches should pay attention to all
subgroups, both when choosing a club and regarding their leadership
actions. Leadership is not just about managing the players; a coach must
also foster strong alliances with other groups, such as the staff, and
management. The goal is to build a cohesive social structure where all
three alliances work together under the shared “identity umbrella” of
the soccer club. This ensures that social groups positively influence each
other and support the coach and their leadership. Thus, coaches should
aim to engage in identity leadership with a focus on spanning bound-
aries between subgroups (Fladerer et al., 2021; Hogg et al., 2012).

It is critical that coaches do not fall into the “identity trap”, becoming
overly preoccupied with their own individual identity rather than
embracing the collective identity of the group (Haslam et al., 2022). As
our study indicates, effective identity leadership requires a delicate
balance: the coach must be perceived as part of all internal subgroups
while acting as a connector among them. This dual positioning maxi-
mizes their influence. Although coaches often employ identity leader-
ship instinctively, they risk attributing outcomes solely to their own
qualities, remaining unaware of the crucial role of group identity dy-
namics (Haslam et al., 2022).

In light of these insights, our findings underline the importance of
leadership development programs designed to train coaches in identity
leadership. These programs should equip leaders with the skills to reflect
on, construct, and recalibrate multiple subgroup identities so that they
align with a cohesive club identity. Initial leadership development
programs on identity leadership have been successfully tested for busi-
ness and sports leaders (Fransen, Haslam, et al., 2020; Haslam et al.,
2023; Mertens et al., 2021). Our findings particularly underscore the
relevance of the ASPIRe model by Haslam et al. (2003), which outlines a
multi-phase process whereby leaders initially identify and leverage
subgroup identity resources before integrating these into a cohesive,
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superordinate identity. Based on our findings, we propose that coaches
should start by analyzing subgroup identities. The strength and quality
of alliances can serve as indicators of existing shared social identities.
Notably, even if a club boasts a long-standing tradition suggesting a
strong social identity, it is essential to review internal alliances and
subgroup dynamics since internal realities often do not match external
expectations. Traditional clubs frequently face this problem as the
identity that fans expect often diverges from the lived experiences of
internal subgroups. When a unified club identity is lacking, our findings
indicate that, depending on the league, prioritizing the management
group may be advisable, as they set the strategic vision and allocate
resources to shape the superordinate club identity.

5. Conclusion

This study examined how subgroup dynamics within professional
soccer clubs—as nested organizations—shape head coaches’ leadership
effectiveness. Through semi-structured interviews, the study uncovered
novel insights into the complex dynamics of these subgroups and their
influence on effective identity leadership at the elite level of soccer.
Social identity processes played a crucial role not only within the player
group but also within and between the staff group and the management
group. Social influence behaviors from all subgroups could both support
and challenge the coach’s leadership, highlighting the complexities of
leadership in such environments. The resulting Multi-IL Model demon-
strates that effective leadership in complex social contexts depends on
continuously aligning diverse subgroup identities and managing inter-
group dynamics to establish functioning alliances. Furthermore, the
findings underscore the need for a multigroup perspective in leadership
research and practice, particularly in nested organizations with multiple
coexisting subgroups.

CRediT authorship contribution statement

Verena C. Pearce: Writing — original draft, Visualization, Resources,
Project administration, Methodology, Investigation, Formal analysis,
Data curation, Conceptualization. Martin P. Fladerer: Writing — review
& editing, Supervision, Conceptualization. Thorsten Leber: Writing —
review & editing, Supervision. Dieter Frey: Writing — review & editing,
Supervision. Hans-Dieter Hermann: Writing — review & editing,
Supervision.

Declaration of competing interest

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial
interests or personal relationships that could have appeared to influence
the work reported in this paper.

Appendix A. Supplementary data

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2025.102972.

Data availability

The data that has been used is confidential.

References

Archer, M., Bhaskar, R., Collier, A., Lawson, T., & Norrie, A. (1998). Critical realism:
Essential readings. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315008592

Bhaskar, R. (2008). A realist theory of science. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/
9780203090732

Bruner, M. W., McLaren, C. D., Mertens, N., Steffens, N. K., Boen, F., McKenzie, L.,
Haslam, S. A., & Fransen, K. (2022). Identity leadership and social identification
within sport teams over a season: A social network analysis. Psychology of Sport and
Exercise, 59, Article 102106. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102106


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2025.102972
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2025.102972
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315008592
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203090732
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203090732
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.102106

V.C. Pearce et al.

Butalia, R., Boen, F., Haslam, S. A., van Puyenbroeck, S., Meeussen, L., Coffee, P.,
Biglari, N., Bruner, M. W., Chaudhary, A., Chmura, P., Crozier, A. J., George, E. S.,
Gurjar, S., Hartley, C., Huzarski, M., Leo, F. M., Lopez-Gajardo, M. A.,

Loughead, T. M., Machida-Kosuga, M., ... Fransen, K. (2025). The role of identity
leadership in promoting athletes’ mental health: A cross-cultural study. Applied
Psychology, 74(2), Article €70008. https://doi.org/10.1111/apps.70008

Cummins, P., O'Boyle, I., & Cassidy, T. (2018). Leadership in sports coaching: A social
identity approach. Routledge research in sports coaching. Routledge.

Danermark, B., Ekstrom, M., Jakobson, L., & Karlsson, J. C. (2002). Explaining society:
Critical realism in the social sciences. Routledge.

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (Eds.). (2018). The SAGE handbook of qualitative research
(5th ed.). SAGE.

Ellemers, N., & Rink, F. (2005). Identity in work groups: The beneficial and detrimental
consequences of multiple identities and group norms for collaboration and group
performance. In Advances in group processes. Social identification in groups, 22 pp.
1-41). Emerald. https://doi.org/10.1016/50882-6145(05)22001-5

Erickson, K., & Coté, J. (2016). A season-long examination of the intervention tone of
coach-athlete interactions and athlete development in youth sport. Psychology of
Sport and Exercise, 22, 264-272. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2015.08.006

Erickson, K., Coté, J., Hollenstein, T., & Deakin, J. (2011). Examining coach-athlete
interactions using state space grids: An observational analysis in competitive youth
sport. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 12(6), 645-654. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychsport.2011.06.006

Faris, N., & Parry, K. (2011). Islamic organizational leadership within a western society:
The problematic role of external context. The Leadership Quarterly, 22(1), 132-151.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.12.012

Fladerer, M. P., Steffens, N. K., & Haslam, S. A. (2021). Bridging gaps in organizations:
Leaders as entrepreneurs of identity. In Z. Jaser (Ed.), The connecting leader: Serving
concurrently as a leader and a follower (pp. 67-96). Information Age Publishing.

Fletcher, A. J. (2017). Applying critical realism in qualitative research: Methodology
meets method. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 20(2), 181-194.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2016.1144401

Fransen, K., Decroos, S., Broek, G. V., & Boen, F. (2016). Leading from the top or leading
from within? A comparison between coaches’ and athletes’ leadership as predictors
of team identification, team confidence, and team cohesion. International Journal of
Sports Science & Coaching, 11(6), 757-771. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1747954116676102

Fransen, K., Haslam, S. A., Steffens, N. K., Peters, K., Mallett, C. J., Mertens, N., &
Boen, F. (2020). All for us and us for all: Introducing the 5R shared leadership
program. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 51. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychsport.2020.101762

Fransen, K., Haslam, S. A., Steffens, N. K., Vanbeselaere, N., de Cuyper, B., & Boen, F.
(2015). Believing in "us": Exploring leaders’ capacity to enhance team confidence
and performance by building a sense of shared social identity. Journal of Experimental
Psychology: Applied, 21(1), 89-100. https://doi.org/10.1037/xap0000033

Fransen, K., McEwan, D., & Sarkar, M. (2020). The impact of identity leadership on team
functioning and well-being in team sport: Is psychological safety the missing link?
Psychology of Sport and Exercise. https://doi.org/10.1016/]j.psychsport.2020.101763

Fransen, K., Vanbeselaere, N., de Cuyper, B., Coffee, P., Slater, M. J., & Boen, F. (2014).
The impact of athlete leaders on team members’ team outcome confidence: A test of
mediation by team identification and collective efficacy. The Sport Psychologist, 28
(4), 347-360. https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2013-0141

Frey, D. (2015). Ethische Grundlagen guter Fiihrung: Warum gute Fiihrung einfach und
schwierig zugleich ist [Ethical foundations of effective leadership: Why good leadership is
both simple and complex]. Roman-Herzog-Institut.

Haslam, S. A., Eggins, R. A., & Reynolds, K. J. (2003). The ASPIRe model: Actualizing
social and personal identity resources to enhance organizational outcomes. Journal
of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 76(1), 83-113. https://doi.org/
10.1348/096317903321208907

Haslam, S. A., Fransen, K., Boen, F., & Reicher, S. (2020). The social identity approach to
sport and exercise psychology. In S. A. Haslam, K. Fransen, & F. Boen (Eds.), The new
psychology of sport & exercise: The social identity approach (pp. 15-38). Sage.

Haslam, S. A., Gaffney, A. M., Hogg, M. A., Rast III, D. E., & Steffens, N. K. (2022).
Reconciling identity leadership and leader identity: A dual-identity framework. The
Leadership Quarterly, 33(4), Article 101620. https://doi.org/10.1016/].
leaqua.2022.101620

Haslam, S. A., Reicher, S. D., & Platow, M. J. (2020). The new psychology of leadership:
Identity, influence and power (2nd ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/
9781351108232

Haslam, S. A., Reutas, J., Bentley, S. V., McMillan, B., Lindfield, M., Luong, M., Peters, K.,
& Steffens, N. K. (2023). Developing engaged and ’teamful’ leaders: A randomized
controlled trial of the 5R identity leadership program. PLoS One, 18(5), Article
€0286263. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0286263

Hogg, M. A. (2023). Walls between groups: Self-uncertainty, social identity, and
intergroup leadership. Journal of Social Issues, 79(2), 825-840. https://doi.org/
10.1111/josi.12584

Hogg, M. A., van Knippenberg, D., & Rast, D. E. (2012). Intergroup leadership in
organizations: Leading across group and organizational boundaries. Academy of
Management Review, 37(2), 232-255. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2010.0221

Krug, H., Haslam, S. A., Otto, K., Safi, G., & Steffens, N. K. (2021). Doing it for the team:
Soccer coaches’ identity leadership predicts players’ effort, turnover intentions, and
performance. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 55. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychsport.2021.101947

Kuckartz, U. (2014). Three basic methods of qualitative text analysis. In U. Kuckartz
(Ed.), Qualitative text analysis: A guide to methods, practice & using software (pp.
65-120). SAGE. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446288719.n4.

10

Psychology of Sport & Exercise 82 (2026) 102972

Kuckartz, U., & Radiker, S. (2019). Analyzing qualitative data with MAXQDA. Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15671-8

Martin, L. J., Evans, M. B., & Spink, K. S. (2016). Coach perspectives of “groups within
the group™ An analysis of subgroups and cliques in sport. Sport, Exercise, and
Performance Psychology, 5(1), 52-66. https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000048

Martin, L. J., Wilson, J., Evans, M. B., & Spink, K. S. (2015). Cliques in sport: Perceptions
of intercollegiate athletes. The Sport Psychologist, 29(1), 82-95. https://doi.org/
10.1123/tsp.2014-0003

Maskor, M., Fladerer, M. P., Fong, P., Steffens, N. K., & Haslam, S. A. (2023). The fish can
rot from the heart, not just the head: Exploring the detrimental impact of
transgressions by leaders at multiple levels of an organization. British Journal of
Social Psychology, 62(1), Article 12551. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12551,
431-455.

Maskor, M., Steffens, N. K., & Haslam, S. A. (2020). The psychology of leadership
destabilization: An analysis of the 2016 U.S. presidential debates. Political
Psychology, 42(2), 265-289. https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12698

Mayring, P. (2000). In Qualitative Inhaltsanalyse: Grundlagen und Techniken [Qualitative
content analysis: Basic procedures and technique ] (7th ed.). Deutscher Studienverlag.

Mayring, P. (2002). Einfiihrung in die qualitative Sozialforschung: Eine Anleitung zu
qualitativem Denken [Introduction to qualitative social research: A guide to qualitative
thinking] (5th ed.). Beltz.

McGuire, C. S., Evans, M. B., & Martin, L. J. (2021). Perceiving and experiencing
subgroups in sport: A proposed conceptual framework. International Journal of Sport
and Exercise Psychology, 20(3), 915-935. https://doi.org/10.1080/
1612197X.2021.1891125

Mellano, K. T., Horn, T. S., & Mann, M. (2022). Examining links between coaching
behaviors and collegiate athletes’ burnout levels using a longitudinal approach.
Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 61, Article 102189. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
psychsport.2022.102189

Mertens, N., Boen, F., Steffens, N. K., Haslam, S. A., Bruner, M., Barker, J. B.,

Slater, M. J., & Fransen, K. (2021). Harnessing the power of ‘us’: A randomized wait-
list controlled trial of the 5R shared leadership development program (5RS) in
basketball teams. Psychology of Sport and Exercise. , Article 101936. https://doi.org/
10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101936

Peachey, J. W., Zhou, Y., Damon, Z. J., & Burton, L. J. (2015). Forty years of leadership
research in sport management: A review, synthesis, and conceptual framework.
Journal of Sport Management, 29(5), 570-587. https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.2014-
0126

Rees, T., Haslam, S. A., Coffee, P., & Lavallee, D. (2015). A social identity approach to
sport psychology: Principles, practice, and prospects. Sports Medicine, 45(8),
1083-1096. https://doi.org/10.1007/540279-015-0345-4

Reicher, S. D., Haslam, S. A., & Platow, M. J. (2018). Shared social identity in leadership.
Current Opinion in Psychology, 23, 129-133. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
copsyc.2018.08.006

Rogers, 1. (2015). Key real players rally behind sacked ancelotti. Reuters. https://www.reut
ers.com/article/soccer-spain-real-idINKBNOOB0T520150526/.

Schei, G. S., Hgigaard, R., Erikstad, M. K., Ivarsson, A., & Haugen, T. (2023). Identity
leadership and cohesion in elite sport: The mediating role of intra-team
communication. Heliyon, 9(7), Article e17853. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
heliyon.2023.e17853

Slater, M. J., Coffee, P., Barker, J. B., & Evans, A. L. (2014). Promoting shared meanings
in group memberships: A social identity approach to leadership in sport. Reflective
Practice, 15(5), 672-685. https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2014.944126

Steffens, N. K., Fransen, K., & Haslam, S. A. (2020). Leadership. In S. A. Haslam,

K. Fransen, & F. Boen (Eds.), The new psychology of sport & exercise: The social identity
approach (pp. 41-58). Sage.

Steffens, N. K., Haslam, S. A., Reicher, S. D., Platow, M. J., Fransen, K., Yang, J.,
Ryan, M. K., Jetten, J., Peters, K., & Boen, F. (2014). Leadership as social identity
management: Introducing the Identity Leadership Inventory (ILI) to assess and
validate a four-dimensional model. The Leadership Quarterly, 25(5), 1001-1024.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.05.002

Steffens, N. K., Peters, K., Haslam, S. A., & Platow, M. J. (2019). One of us ... and us ...
and us: Evidence that leaders’ multiple identity prototypicality (LMIP) is related to
their perceived effectiveness. Comprehensive Results in Social Psychology, 3(2),
175-199. https://doi.org/10.1080/23743603.2019.1624156

Stevens, M., Cruwys, T., Olive, L., & Rice, S. (2024). Understanding and improving
athlete mental health: A social identity approach. Sports Medicine, 54(4), 837-853.
https://doi.org/10.1007/540279-024-01996-4

Stevens, M., Rees, T., & Cruwys, T. (2021). Social identity leadership in sport and
exercise: Current status and future directions. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 55,
Article 101931. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101931

Tajfel, H. (1982). Social psychology of intergroup relations. Annual Review of Psychology,
33(1), 1-39. https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ps.33.020182.000245

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. In
W. G. Austin, & S. Worchel (Eds.), The social psychology of intergroup relations.
Brooks/Cole.

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1986). The social identity theory of intergroup behavior. In
S. Worchel, & W. G. Austin (Eds.), Psychology of intergroup relations. Nelson-Hall.

Thomas, W. E., Brown, R., Easterbrook, M. J., Vignoles, V. L., Manzi, C., D’Angelo, C., &
Holt, J. J. (2018). Team-level identification predicts perceived and actual team
performance: Longitudinal multilevel analyses with sports teams. In The British
Jjournal of social psychology. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1111/
bjs0.12277

Turner, J. C. (1982). Towards a cognitive redefinition of the social group. In H. Tajfel
(Ed.), Social identity and intergroup relations (pp. 15-40). Cambridge University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1111/apps.70008
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref5
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref6
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref7
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref7
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0882-6145(05)22001-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2015.08.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2011.06.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.12.012
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref12
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref12
https://doi.org/10.1080/13645579.2016.1144401
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954116676102
https://doi.org/10.1177/1747954116676102
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101762
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101762
https://doi.org/10.1037/xap0000033
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2020.101763
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2013-0141
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref19
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref19
https://doi.org/10.1348/096317903321208907
https://doi.org/10.1348/096317903321208907
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref21
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref21
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2022.101620
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2022.101620
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351108232
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781351108232
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0286263
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12584
https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12584
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2010.0221
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101947
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101947
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446288719.n4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-15671-8
https://doi.org/10.1037/spy0000048
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2014-0003
https://doi.org/10.1123/tsp.2014-0003
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12551
https://doi.org/10.1111/pops.12698
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref34
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref34
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref35
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref35
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref35
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2021.1891125
https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2021.1891125
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2022.102189
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2022.102189
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101936
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101936
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.2014-0126
https://doi.org/10.1123/jsm.2014-0126
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-015-0345-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.08.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2018.08.006
https://www.reuters.com/article/soccer-spain-real-idINKBN0OB0T520150526/
https://www.reuters.com/article/soccer-spain-real-idINKBN0OB0T520150526/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e17853
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e17853
https://doi.org/10.1080/14623943.2014.944126
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref45
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref45
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref45
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.05.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/23743603.2019.1624156
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40279-024-01996-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2021.101931
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.ps.33.020182.000245
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref51
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref51
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref51
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref52
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref52
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12277
https://doi.org/10.1111/bjso.12277
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref54
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref54

V.C. Pearce et al.

Turner, J. C. (1985). In E. J. Lawler (Ed.), Social categorization and the self-concept: A

social cognitive theory of group behavior, 2 pp. 77-121). Advances in group processes.

Turner, J. C. (1991). Social influence. Mapping social psychology. Milton Keynes: Open
University Press.

Turner, J. C., Hogg, M. A., Oakes, P. J., Reicher, S. D., & Wetherell, M. S. (Eds.). (1987).
Rediscovering the social group: A self-categorization theory. A self-categorization theory.

Basil Blackwell.

Psychology of Sport & Exercise 82 (2026) 102972

Vella, S. A., Oades, L. G., & Crowe, T. P. (2010). The application of coach leadership
models to coaching practice: Current state and future directions. International Journal
of Sports Science & Coaching, 5(3), 425-434.

Volcano, C. (2017). Ancelotti: The 2 issues which killed my relationship with real Madrid
president Perez. https://www.tribalfootball.com/articles/ancelotti-the-2-issues-wh
ich-killed-my-relationship-with-real-madrid-president-perez-4177953.

Wagstaff, C. R. D., Martin, L. J., & Thelwell, R. C. (2017). Subgroups and cliques in sport:
A longitudinal case study of a rugby union team. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 30,
164-172. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.03.006

11


http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref55
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref55
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref56
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref56
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref57
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref57
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref57
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref58
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref58
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S1469-0292(25)00171-2/sref58
https://www.tribalfootball.com/articles/ancelotti-the-2-issues-which-killed-my-relationship-with-real-madrid-president-perez-4177953
https://www.tribalfootball.com/articles/ancelotti-the-2-issues-which-killed-my-relationship-with-real-madrid-president-perez-4177953
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2017.03.006

	The Multigroup Model of Identity Leadership (Multi-IL) in professional team sports: Navigating group dynamics from the pers ...
	1 Introduction
	1.1 Theoretical lens: Social Identity Approach to Leadership
	1.2 The present research

	2 Methods
	2.1 Philosophical underpinnings
	2.2 Context and participants
	2.3 Research design and method
	2.4 Data analysis

	3 Results
	3.1 Key subgroups and the coach as connector
	3.2 Comparison of positive and negative leadership experiences: alliances make or break
	3.3 Social influence behavior with substantial impact on the coach-player alliance
	3.3.1 Player group: enablers and underminers of the coach’s influence
	3.3.2 Staff group: supporters and saboteurs of the coach’s leadership position
	3.3.3 Management group: strategic sponsors and challengers of the coach’s leadership
	3.3.4 Frequency analysis and comparison of positive & negative leadership experiences


	4 Discussion
	4.1 The Multi-IL Model
	4.1.1 The coach has a bridging role in unifying social subgroups
	4.1.2 Management of subgroup alliances is key for effective identity leadership
	4.1.3 Through identity and intergroup leadership, coaches shape positive influence across groups

	4.2 Strengths and contributions
	4.3 Limitations and future research
	4.4 Practical implications

	5 Conclusion
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	Appendix A Supplementary data
	Data availability
	References


